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ABSTRACT 
 
 
 
 
As arts advocates, we are plagued with the never-ending task of communicating 
the importance of the arts, with the primary goal of fostering public support and creating 
sustainability for our sector.  Over the past two decades, advocates have created a number 
of arguments to address this need for support, such as economic, intrinsic and 
instrumental.  But what is lacking in each of these tactics is the use of one key element: 
the arts themselves.    
In embarking on this study, I set out to review all the various communication 
tactics utilized by the arts sector in order to understand why, as advocates, we often fail to 
utilize the actual arts to advocate for greater public support and societal change.  In order 
to gain an understanding of how art has been utilized as a tactic by other social issues, I 
proceeded to identify and research a social movement that was effective in employing art 
to create public support.  In choosing the AIDS epidemic for this case study, I set out to 
investigate specific examples of art that were created at the inception of the movement 
and continuously employed.     
Through the examination of the AIDS Quilt and ACT UP, what I ultimately 
discovered was that art was an employable tactic for communication of a social issue but 
was not the only strategy.  Both examples enabled the AIDS movement to create lasting 
social change through the use of diverse advocacy tactics, including art.  In focusing on 
the art of each example, then, I aim to make the argument that the sector must utilize art 
and a unified message alongside other strategies to communicate the value of and need 
for lasting public support.
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
“Social movements are at once the symptoms and the instruments of progress. Ignore 
them and statesmanship is irrelevant; fail to use them and it is weak.” - Walter Lippmann 
 
 Advocacy and social change, on any level for any cause, is a never-ending 
challenge often influenced by immeasurable variables of the societal landscape of the 
time.  In today’s culture, we are inundated with constant messages through various forms 
of mass media on the state of affairs and need for support of some cause or current event.  
For the arts and cultural sector in the United States, garnering public support presents its 
own unique set of challenges.  The sector is not only plagued with creating understanding 
as to why the arts are important in and of themselves to the fabric of society; they are 
further burdened with justifying their viability to the socioeconomic landscape.  It is my 
goal that through the investigation of art and its use as a tool to advocate for effective 
social change that the arts and cultural sector may identify strategies that put the arts back 
into focus, namely, the application of art itself as a key component in creating societal 
change.  If the goal of arts advocacy is to create steadfast public support for the arts and 
cultural sector, advocates need to create a communication strategy that embraces the 
multifaceted benefits of the arts to the fabric of society, rather than “hiding the arts” in 
our advocacy strategies (Madden 2010, 9).  As arts advocates, if we are not willing to 
embrace the various benefits, as opposed to a one-sided perspective of economic, 
instrumental and/or intrinsic benefits of the arts in our communication tactics for creating 
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social change, how are we to expect the public to embrace the need for arts and culture in 
society? 
 But why do we need public support for the arts?  Since the inception of the 
National Endowment of the Arts (NEA) by the federal government in 1965 to give the 
public, “the opportunity to participate in the arts, exercise their imaginations, and develop 
their creative capacities,” the arts’ importance to society has been affirmed (“About the 
NEA” 2016).  But with affirmation, came public opinion and scrutiny, thus creating the 
need for the arts and cultural sector to communicate the need for support.  As a result, the 
sector’s communication tactics have varied over time.   
 Over the past two decades, the sector’s advocacy efforts have been focused on the 
economic impact to the local and global economy - the “side effects” of the arts - rather 
than the instrumental or intrinsic values of the arts to society (Americans for the Arts 
2012; Madden 2010; National Conference of State Legislatures 1990).  While these 
approaches may have garnered some fraction of public support, the sector still finds itself 
striving for validation through the analysis of the efficiency of the arts (Caust 2003, 51-
63).  As the public opinion on the importance of the arts continues to be relatively 
stagnant, as evidenced by the public appropriations to the NEA included in the 
appendices of this study (“National Endowment for the Arts Appropriations History” 
2016), our tactics in communicating need for the arts must change.  Advocates need to 
refocus their communication efforts by first identifying the disconnect that has occurred 
between the public and the arts sector, then, by creating common terminology that 
defines the arts for the public (Topos Partnership for Fine Arts Fund 2010).   By using the 
arts as a tool for communicating the need for support of the arts, we may create a more 
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meaningful dialogue and a common, centralized message on its intrinsic value to society 
and as a result, create lasting support and social change. 
The purpose of this case study is to examine how art has been used as an effective 
tool in social movements.  The case that will be investigated has a recognized approach to 
advocating to the public the importance of its central ideology as well as a noted 
historical impact on global culture.  It is important to note that for the purposes of this 
case study, success is delineated by the movement’s ability to create a societal dialogue 
on the cause, whether the outcome of the movement’s campaign was positive or negative 
towards the movement.  With that in mind, I explore the art and visual messaging 
surrounding a social movement and its ability to create a societal identity for that cause.  
By evaluating a key movement in which art has been instrumental in creating societal 
change, this study aims to identify strategies the arts and cultural sector may implement 
in its own advocacy efforts to build support for the arts as a social movement.   
 It is impossible not to review social movements without first thinking of one of 
the most devastating epidemics to impact our society in the last thirty years, the AIDS 
crisis.  From the beginning of the AIDS pandemic in the early 1980s, the AIDS 
movement, as defined in this case study, embraced various art forms in light of the direct 
devastation to the arts community by the epidemic.  Its subsequent advocacy tools, such 
as the AIDS Quilt, became symbols of action for the individuals affected by the disease.  
In embracing art as a form of communication, the AIDS movement created a national 
conversation for a death sentence that was highly taboo in its infancy.  In light of the 
outright dismissal by the unaffected public and the federal government to acknowledge 
the crisis, AIDS advocates became formally organized and powerfully vocal.   With the 
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organization ACT UP, which will be further discussed within this study, advocates not 
only utilized their physical numbers but the use of art to gain traction in the public 
consciousness.  
 Through the investigation of the AIDS movement, its advocates and 
organizations, this case study will examine specific instances of the arts and their 
utilization in creating or furthering a social movement.  How did the use of art impact the 
visibility of the movement?  What were the internal and external factors of art 
conceptualization and implementation?   And is it possible for arts and cultural advocates 
to adopt the AIDS movement’s tactics to create a social movement with comparable 
stakes and longevity? 
 
Methodology and Limitations: 
 
 The methodology for this research was an extensive investigation of scholarly 
articles, books from leaders in their respective fields, and various online sources that 
capture the major players and social campaigns of the AIDS movement.  For primary 
research, the specific campaigns of the movement directly utilized by ACT UP and the 
AIDS Quilt were newly examined through the lens of using art as an initial form of issue 
communication and its employment in permeating the public lexicon.   Secondary 
interviews with advocates and organizations were also utilized to give personal context to 
the campaigns.  Due to the terminal results of the AIDS epidemic and/or the celebrity 
profile of historical AIDS activists, primary interviews with advocates were not possible.   
 In choosing my research questions for this study, what I set out to discover was 
how art was utilized as a tool to advocate for social change.  I wanted to not only identify 
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specific examples of art used to advocate for the central issues or ideology of the 
movement but also the key players and timeline in the development of the art’s use in the 
movement.  Once these items were identified, I set out to examine how the use of art 
impacted the visibility of the social movement, whether positive or negative.  Upon 
implementation, how was art paired with other social movement tactics to impact public 
opinion?  And lastly, I wanted to investigate the social movement and the influence of 
time.  What length of time was needed to impact public opinion and in turn, create social 
change?  Were there long term or lasting effects of the social movement?   
 Though there is no shortage of research on the history and impact of the AIDS 
movement, there is a significant gap in examining art as a communication tactic for its 
advocacy.  Additionally, a large portion of the study of the AIDS movement has been to 
examine the art produced in response to the AIDS epidemic and the impact of the 
epidemic on the arts community as a whole.   It was important for me to set criteria in 
which specific examples in the AIDS movement and their use of art could be identified 
and investigated.  While it can be argued that art created as a result of the AIDS epidemic 
is advocacy for that cause, I distinguished specific campaigns that created the art during 
the inception of the advocacy rather than as a response.    
 There is no denying that works such as Angels in America by Tony Kushner, Rent 
by Jonathan Larson, and the visual art of Keith Haring and Robert Mapplethorpe 
significantly impacted the AIDS movement.  Though I highlight these works within this 
case study, their creators were not outwardly advocates for the movement but were added 
to the scores of cultural ephemera highlighting the issue.  In the cases of Haring and 
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Mapplethorpe, they would become martyrs of the arts community due to their respective 
deaths from the disease.    
 In presenting a new viewpoint on art and its use as a tool in the AIDS movement, 
I did not seek to dismiss artists or works that have addressed the AIDS epidemic head-on.  
Rather, I looked at decisive art tactics of the social movement and examined those 
choices.   Through this analysis, I formed my argument that the arts and cultural sector 
needs to focus on the utilization of art as key tactic in communicating change and 
subsequently creating a social movement.  By using art itself as a tool for communicating 
the need for the arts, arts advocates can create a more meaningful dialogue and a 
common, centralized message on its intrinsic value to society and as a result, create 
lasting public support and social change. 
 
Current Status of Arts and Cultural Advocacy 
 
 In the last two decades, much of the literature that has been written on advocating 
for arts and culture focuses on the justification of the sector as a vehicle for economic 
impact, making the case that the argument for the arts lies in the public discussion of 
economic stimulus, job creation, and “side effects” of an arts infused education 
(Americans for the Arts 2012; Madden 2010; National Conference of State Legislatures 
1990).  While there is validity in these approaches, economic impact studies have become 
the primary tool for arts advocates since the restructuring of the NEA in the early 1990s, 
deflecting scrutiny from actual art in the wake of the Culture Wars (National Endowment 
of the Arts 2009).   In focusing on economic impact, advocates have turned to analyzing 
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the efficiency of the arts rather than equity (Caust 2003, 51-63).  In doing so, “the arts 
sector has arguably been diminished, divided and confused” (Caust 2003, 61).     
 While these are drastic implications, a clear disconnect in the sector is present.  
Artists are encouraged to use their medium to express their viewpoints, yet as advocates 
we focus on grounding our contributions in a monetarily or financially driven society 
instead of using the artistic viewpoints of the sector we seek to support.  Evidence of the 
mass embracing of economic impact studies can be found throughout local, state, and 
regional advocacy offices or websites.  As noted throughout the Arts and Economic 
Prosperity IV, 182 organizations and areas participated in supplying economic data, 
driving home the primary point that arts and cultural organizations are “businesses in 
their own right” (AFTA 2012, 14).  In Madden’s report, National arts advocacy 
campaigns: overview of case studies and good practice (2010), he investigates a series of 
international arts advocacy campaigns, identifying key strategies currently used by the 
arts and cultural sector.  Throughout his findings, there is a severe lack of 
recommendations for the use of art as tool for communicating the need for public support 
for the sector.  Through the suggestions of key tactics for advocacy, Madden (2010) 
reinforces the idea that the arts should advocate through their economic benefits or “side 
effects” stating that a goal in campaigning is to be “hiding the arts” in order to attract 
support through more common interests (9).  What is lacking in the arts advocacy 
literature, as Caust (2003) indicates throughout her work, is that advocates and policy 
makers alike are “using the ‘arts’ and ‘arts policy’ as a means to an end, rather than the 
end in itself” (61).  If the expectation for the arts is to attract public understanding and 
financial support without the use of actual art in the global discussion, advocates are 
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opening the door to constant misrepresentation.  It is impossible to expect the public to 
understand the instrumental or intrinsic values of the arts when we as a sector neglect 
them in our overall messages to the global community.   
 Within the minority of recent arts and cultural advocacy studies are those that 
identify the intrinsic impacts as a means of mobilizing societal support.  Leading 
researchers such as RAND Corporation and WolfBrown have continually highlighted the 
need to center efforts on the active study of the intrinsic benefits of the arts and in turn, 
develop tactics for communicating these benefits for the case of societal support or 
“need” (McCarthy, Ondaatje, Zakaras, Brooks 2001; Brown, Novak-Leonard 2013).  In 
Gifts of the Muse: Reframing the Debate about the Benefits of the Arts (2001), the authors 
call attention to arts and cultural advocates and their current tactics, noting “a general 
awareness that these [broad social and economic] arguments ignore the intrinsic benefits 
that the arts provides to individuals and the public” (xi).  Artists and arts organizations 
could argue that art has always contained some form of social conscience.   Support for 
this type of art and for collaborations with the intention of bringing about social change 
could greatly impact arts advocacy tactics and the sector’s ability to communicate the 
importance of the arts in society.  While it would be difficult to find arts and cultural 
organizations that do not believe in the intrinsic benefits of the arts, communicating those 
benefits and using art as its own advocacy tool seems illusive.  As the studies of the 
RAND corporation and WolfBrown have attempted to prove, intrinsic impact is 
measurable but “the arts community will need to develop language to describe the 
various ways that the arts create benefits at both the private and public level” (McCarthy 
et al 2001).   
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 Gifts of the Muse: Reframing the Debate about the Benefits of the Arts (McCarthy 
et al 2001) delves further into the argument for public support for the arts by making a 
distinction in benefits classifications beyond those previously discussed.  Throughout the 
majority of this report, the authors focus on what they categorize as instrumental benefits, 
such as cognitive, attitudinal and behavioral, health, community-level social, and 
economic benefits (7-19).  In creating the instrumental distinction, the authors equate the 
previously discussed economic impacts studies with others that utilize “empirical 
evidence” to support the need for the arts (7).   The reasoning behind RAND’s distinction 
of instrumental versus intrinsic is due largely to their ability to be measured.  “Intrinsic 
benefits of the arts are intangible and difficult to define.  They lie beyond the traditional 
quantitative tools of the social sciences, and often beyond the language of common 
experience” (38).   In response to RAND’s report, Borwick (2012, 1) questioned the 
instrumental versus intrinsic argument “…what the fundamental difference is between the 
two categories? In each, the arts do things. They enhance or improve lives. They also 
overlap.”  Cherbo (2007, 171) further questions RAND’s argument by stating that “The 
distinction, however, is a false dichotomy-an incorrect, culture-bound concept of art that 
muddies the discussion of its value to society. It is precisely the intrinsic nature of art that 
makes it so valuable instrumentally.” As advocates, if we continue to create division in 
our arguments for support, what is the likelihood of creating social change and the 
unquestionable need for the arts? 
 In presenting these varied arguments - economic, instrumental, and intrinsic - my 
point is not to necessarily choose a preferred researcher over another.  Rather, my main 
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argument is that as a sector, we are reaching out to the public through a series of mixed 
messages and sacrificing a collective understanding of why the arts should be supported.  
Recognizing that there is a need to find a more meaningful dialogue and a common, 
centralized message for addressing the importance of public support for the arts is 
paramount.  The Arts Ripple Effect: A Research-Based Strategy to Build a Shared 
Responsibility for the Arts (2010) has moved towards creating a new definition and a 
shared message for advocates.  Headed by the efforts of the Fine Arts Fund in Cincinnati, 
the report seeks to identify the disconnect that has occurred between the public and the 
arts sector, to establish key terminology and consistent messaging that defines the arts for 
the public and in turn, to articulate “the best way to communicate with the public in order 
to achieve a shared sense of responsibility” (Topos Partnership for Fine Arts Fund 2010, 
1).   In creating a new and united dialogue about supporting the arts, the report 
acknowledges the struggles of the sector in their previous approaches and recognizes the 
difficulties in developing a “national conversation that make the case for robust, ongoing 
public support for the arts” (Topos Partnership 2010, 2).  Through the study’s approach 
toward qualitative surveys of the public and their perceptions, the results support the 
arguments presented previously by Caust (2003, 51-63) and her assessment that the 
sector needs to redefine its approach to gaining public support.   If the arts and cultural 
sector is to create a new framework for advocating, we must first understand how to 
discuss the arts with the public and create a common dialogue.   As discovered in The 
Arts Ripple Effect (2010) individuals within the Cincinnati area who already express “a 
commitment to the arts can often feel they lack the ideas and words to make a compelling 
case or have a lucid discussion with their peers” (21).  Without a common dialogue and a 
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cohesive message towards the global community, what rate of survival can the sector 
expect?  The strategies advocates have continued to use over the past two decades are no 
longer as impactful and have inadvertently diverted attention away from our primary 
cause: the arts. 
 The previously mentioned literature surrounding arts and cultural advocacy 
efforts focuses on economic, instrumental and intrinsic impact, shortcomings, and best 
practices; the subject of advocacy evaluation is rarely addressed in these writings.  
Madden (2010) in his efforts to identify best practices, recommends that with any 
campaign, clear objectives, goals, and on-going evaluation are necessary for achieving 
success.  What is lacking in Madden’s report are recommendations for establishing an 
evaluation plan or a system for understanding the effectiveness of the campaign’s 
message.  In their article The Elusive Craft of Evaluating Advocacy (Schmitt and Teles 
2011, 39-43), Schmitt and Teles state that evaluating advocacy is almost always elusive 
due to the nature of politics - campaigns ebb and flow not necessarily due to their 
methodology and tactics, but rather the outside forces of the subject at hand.  The authors 
further state that advocacy's impact is often indirect, with effectiveness often due to 
multiple avenues of advocacy tied to the current political climate of the time (Schmitt and 
Teles 2011, 40).  
 Though the focus of this study is the investigation into a successful social 
movement that utilized art as a major component of its campaign and not on the 
evaluation of each campaign’s advocacy efforts, it is important to note that with any type 
of advocacy campaign, determining effectiveness and success is uncertain.  The case 
chosen for this study was selected with these difficulties in mind.   Success for the 
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purpose of this study is defined as the campaign’s ability to change the public perceptions 
of the cause and imbed its efforts into the public lexicon, not on its efforts to qualitatively 
or qualitatively measure its advocacy strategies or its establishment of an evaluation plan.  
 
 Arts and Social Change 
 
 Though the use of art has been a lesser component in terms of communications 
within the advocacy realm, the arts and their contributions towards social change have 
been the focus of a number of scholarly studies.   Recent works such as Take this 
Moment: Sexual Violence Awareness and the Art Museum as a Vehicle for Social Change 
by Chelsea Schlievert (2009), A Pedagogy of Activist Art: Exploring the educational 
significance of creating art for social justice by Marit C. Dewhurst (2009), and A Study 
on Contemporary Art Museums as Activist Agents for Social Change by Catherine M. 
Feehan (2010) each examine the impact of the arts as a change agent in addressing and 
coping with social issues.  Each of these studies approaches a different social topic, 
setting and constituency, but their central theory is to convey that art is a way of creating 
social change. 
 In Schlievert’s work, the author examines the collaborative programming between 
the University of Kansas’ Spenser Museum of Art, the University’s Office of Sexual 
Violence Education and Support Services, and the GaDuGi SafeCenter, which provides 
assistance to survivors of sexual assault (2009).  Through this collaborative 
programming, victims of sexual violence were encouraged to express their feelings 
through the creation of art and in turn, come to terms with their encounters of violence.  
Schlievert states “Art is an effective tool for engaging in sexual violence awareness.  
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Making meaning with art benefits individuals and communities” (2009, 65).  In creating 
this program, the art museum was not only able to create a successful program for the 
participants, but was able to create a greater sense of community, showing how art can 
impact growth and understanding between its members. 
 Dewhurst (2009) takes a different approach in her study of activist art and its 
ability to foster greater civic responsibility in its participants.  Dewhurst examines the 
ways in which youth organizations use art as a learning tool for understanding the need 
for social justice within underserved communities (2009).  Through qualitative interviews 
and class observations, Dewhurst (2009) articulates the sense of pride and responsibility 
her young subjects had as they created works of art that they hoped would have a greater 
impact on their world and pulls into focus the need for art within the classroom in order 
for youth to have a greater understanding of the world around them.  While Dewhurst’s 
dissertation was written with the idea of attempting to establish a pedagogy on educating 
about social justice through art, the author’s findings align with the argument that art and 
its integration into early education also have unparalleled “side effects” for creating 
understanding about our society.   
 In Feehan’s (2010) study of contemporary art museums within the state of Texas, 
the author examined the ways in which the exhibitions of contemporary museums have 
the ability to foster social, political, and sexual identity while creating an understanding 
and appreciation of visual art.  While the educational aspects of Feehan’s (2010) work 
were not the primary focus of the study, the author claims that the role of the 
contemporary art museum creates a catharsis for individuals and “defines societal issues 
of the world around us” (8).  The study differs from the previous two in that the primary 
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exposure to art was purely through museum visitation and observation, not creation.  The 
author states that the supplemental programming and events around the exhibitions 
studied were not assessed; however, her research demonstrated that the resulting impact 
of viewing works with a cohesive social agenda on individuals’ attitudes was able to 
support her claims that art, and museums in particular, have the ability to create social 
change (Feehan 2010, 71-141). 
 In comparing these works, one can conclude that art has a significant impact on 
societal change and comprehension.  In each respective study, the individuals assessed 
were undoubtedly changed from their experiences in creating, discussing, and viewing 
art.  In relation to the research discussed in the previous section, these three studies tie 
directly into Gifts of the Muse: Reframing the Debate about the Benefits of the Arts and 
its goal to reframe discussion around the intrinsic benefits of arts and culture (McCarthy 
et al 2004).  Though each study initiates a different dialogue through target issues and 
varying constituencies, the objectives are relative: to create a collective consciousness 
about an issue through the employment of art.  While these studies took place on what 
could be considered a “grassroots” level and were not intended as direct advocacy 
campaigns, the findings give further claim to the writings of The Arts Ripple Effect in that 
art is a shared responsibility that needs to be nurtured, creating a national dialogue on the 
importance of the arts (Topos Partnership 2010).   
 What is interesting to note is that while each of these studies highlights the 
positive effects of their respective social programs, they could be described as a typical 
occurrence in creating the argument for the instrumental benefits of the arts through 
RAND’s lens.  In focusing on arts education - or “treatments” - we can ascribe any 
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number of instrumental benefits as a result of participation in the arts without necessarily 
taking into account other societal factors (McCarthy, Ondaatje, Zakaras, Brooks 2001, 
22).  In raising this point, my argument is not to downplay these respective studies but to 
indicate that a more succinct system of measuring, communicating, and leveraging the 
instrumental and intrinsic impacts of the arts is necessary.  If art has as great of an impact 
on the individual - encouraging healing, social thought, and civic engagement - as it does 
on our economy, why are these benefits not at the forefront of our advocacy efforts?  If 
advocates were to focus on the instrumental and/or intrinsic benefits as displayed, it may 
be possible to shift public thought and discussion from our economic justifications.  
 As noted previously, the instrumental or intrinsic impact arguments are in the 
minority of tools that have been utilized to advocate for the arts, as, to summarize 
RAND’s point, they are, “intangible and difficult to define,” (McCarthy, Ondaatje, 
Zakaras, Brooks 2001; Brown, Novak-Leonard 2013, 38).  Whether such data is difficult 
to articulate or not, the intentions of data collection and its general validity have come 
into question in recent years.   Belfiore and Bennett (2010) in their review of conducting 
intrinsic or instrumental research make the argument that the sector has “blurred the 
boundaries between advocacy and research” with the explicit intent of creating 
qualitative evidence for public support (6-7).   But Cherbo counters this point in stating 
that though the arts are intrinsic to our very makeup, our sector and its need to use 
empirical studies for validity are a sign of the times (2007, 170 - 172).  Countering 
arguments such as Cherbo and Belfiore and Bennett further add fuel to the fire in 
connecting with the public in support of the sector.  If we are critical of instrumental or 
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intrinsic data, or overly so, can an effective, common communication tactic really be 
identified?  Is the arts and cultural sector capable of such an idealistic endeavor?    
 In Communicating Value: Re-Framing Arts and Cultural Data, Dwyer (2008) sets 
out to gain insight into the effectiveness of empirical studies by conducting extensive 
research outside of the arts and cultural sector.  By presenting the arts arguments to 
professionals from the fields of planning and economic development, Dwyer concludes 
that the arts were widely accepted as positive forces for social change outside of 
qualitative analysis, but “For a variety of reasons, however, this acknowledgement of the 
valued role of arts and culture does not necessarily translate into interest in the currently 
available types of data and research about the value of the sector and investments in the 
sector” (2008, 9).   As I previously stated, the strategies that arts advocates have 
continued to use over the past two decades are no longer as impactful and have 
inadvertently diverted attention away from our primary cause of the arts.  But through the 
dissection of the studies listed above, these critiques call into question whether our 
advocacy arguments for public support were ever historically impactful.   While the arts 
and cultural sector is determined to argue for public support through any means, even to 
the point of “hiding the arts” (Madden 2010), would our sector, even with the use of a 
common communication tactic, find the public support needed for sustainability?  If the 
arts are, as Cherbo (2007) states, part of our very being or makeup, why is a need for 
advocacy, or social movements for that matter, present?   
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Advocacy and Social Movements 
 
 The role of an advocate is to educate the public on a cause in order to sway the 
public’s opinion on said cause.  As discussed previously, the arts’ attempts to create 
public support for the sector are often not effective.   Over the past two decades, funding 
for the NEA has remained stagnant (About the NEA 2016), yet arts advocates continued 
to utilize the same advocacy tactics over this time.  In attempting to understand how to 
sway the public’s opinion, we must re-learn how to communicate with our current and 
future supporters.  In his prolific work from Public Opinion, Walter Lippmann (1922) 
breaks down the conscience of society and the ways in which individuals create ideas of 
issue within their own psyche.  In capturing the masses, Lippmann writes “The analyst of 
public opinion must begin then, by recognizing the triangular relationship between the 
scene of action, the human picture of that scene, and the human response to that picture 
working itself out upon the scene of action” (1922, 8).   If advocates are to capture public 
support, we must first understand how to represent ourselves to the public and actualize 
our message within their own frame of mind.   As will be discussed through this case 
study, the public is often moved to support a cause due to their personal experience with 
that social issue.   If we continue to “hide the arts,” as Madden (2010) suggests, within 
our messaging, we can only expect our sector to continue to be a societal issue that is 
stagnant. 
 Gathering the masses in support of a cause in order to create permanent change 
has been a well-studied subject.  Social movements and the sociology behind their 
creation have been dissected throughout recent history, resulting in an entirely new field 
of academic study.   Waves of Protest: Social Movements Since the Sixties contains a 
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number of scholarly case studies that investigate a gamut of social causes, the roots of a 
social movement, and the anticipated trajectory of future movements (Freeman 1999).  In 
her opening essay, Freeman investigates four major social movements in order to ascribe 
four “essential elements involved in movement formation”: 
 (1) the growth of a preexisting communications network that is (2) co-optable to  
 the ideas of the new movement, (3) a series of crises that galvanize into action  
 people involved in a co-optable network, and/or (4) subsequent organizing effort  
 to weld the spontaneous groups together into a movement (1999, 19). 
 
James Jasper (2008) furthers the discussion of the power of capturing public opinion, 
focusing on the historical evolution of social protests and the inner dynamics of the group 
mentality when formulating behind a singular cause.  Protests’ formulation, from the 
individuals who foster the beginnings of the ideology, to their evolution into movements 
and thus their greater impact on society, are not simply effective due to existing passion 
on an issue, but are strategic, calculated, and often driven by powerful imagery; they “do 
not arise or operate in a vacuum” (Jasper 2008, 285). 
  With this movement criteria in mind, the arts must begin to formulate the power 
of a centralized message to their communities and look outside of their previous efforts in 
order to attempt to prevent the de-evolution of support.  As Lippmann states, “Pictures 
have always been the surest way of conveying an idea, and next in order, words that call 
up pictures in memory.  But the idea conveyed is not fully our own until we have 
identified ourselves with some aspect of the picture” (1922, 86).  The arts need to use 
their tools of visual representation and their passion to capture the public support they so 
desire.   Communication networks must grow and key advocates must be identified.  If 
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arts advocates continue to present a series of mixed messages in the case for public 
support, how are we to connect and create loyalty to our cause? 
 Through the course of this literature review, it has been my attempt to argue that 
the arts and their current attempts to justify the support of the sector through mixed 
communication tactics are ineffectual.  As the creative sector, we must present ourselves 
as such and begin to use the tools of the arts to convey our message of support.   In 
investigating the AIDS Movement and its subsequent art campaigns that successfully 
advocated for their cause and the creation of a global dialogue for their central ideology, 
it is my hope that the arts and cultural sector will begin to do the same.  It is time to re-
examine our approaches, create a new dialogue with the public, and bring the arts back 
into focus.   
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CHAPTER ONE: A STUDY OF THE AIDS MOVEMENT 
 
 
 In the early 1980s, the AIDS Outbreak and Epidemic, as it would come to be 
classified, became a global concern of unprecedented proportions.  But in the United 
States in 1981, the first reports that a disease that would cause mass casualties in the 
coming decades was not yet understood.   In June of that year, the Center for Disease 
Control and Prevention (CDC) published in an article in the Morbidity and Mortality 
Weekly Report presenting cases of a rare lung infection appearing in previously healthy 
gay men.  Additional medical reports that year would document rare cases of other 
infections, Kaposi’s Sarcoma, and severe immune deficiency.  By year’s end, these cases 
would be defined as Acquired Immunodeficiency Syndrome, or AIDS (AIDS.gov 2015).  
As the 1980s and 1990s progressed, so would the disease.   Today there are 36.9 million 
people worldwide who are living with HIV/AIDS1 (AIDS.gov 2015).   Though brief, this 
summary sets the scene for discussing the social movement that resulted from the AIDS 
crisis but is in no way comprehensive in describing this unrivaled illness.  Included in the 
appendices of this case study is a comprehensive timeline of the AIDS epidemic.   
 In beginning this case study on the art and its use as an advocacy tool for the 
AIDS movement, it is important to give context to the movement’s origins.  In the first 
years of the pandemic, the medical, homosexual, and other communities directly affected 
were struggling to combat the disease.  Virtually ignored by the United States 
government as well as the general public, these communities became organized and 
                                                 
1HIV stands for human immunodeficiency virus. If left untreated, HIV can lead to the disease 
AIDS (acquired immunodeficiency syndrome). AIDS is the final stage of HIV infection, and not 
everyone who has HIV advances to this stage (AIDS.gov 2015). 
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vocal.  They were dealing with a death crisis.  They needed to act.   Early collations that 
were formed, such as the San Francisco AIDS Foundation, Gay Mens Health Crisis, and 
the America Foundation for AIDS Research began to create a conversation on access to 
health care and medical treatment.  But as famed AIDS Activist and writer Larry Kramer 
would state, these early organizations were “impotent” (France et al 2013).   
 In the wake of the AIDS epidemic, the art community was particularly affected.  
Artists such as Keith Haring, Robert Mapplethorpe, Larry Kramer, Tony Kushner, group 
Gran Fury and countless others created works that could now be categorized as 
masterpieces of contemporary art, catapulting them into celebrity status.  In addition, pop 
culture icons of the time such as Rock Hudson, Freddie Mercury, and Easy-E, all of 
whom would go on to die from the disease, as well as mass-produced films such as 
Philadelphia and And The Band Played On, gave faces to the epidemic and helped to 
create a connection to the American public.  In recent years, the art world has been re-
investigating the works of the AIDS crisis.   As ARTNEWS noted, major public 
institutions such as the New York Public Library, the Museum of Contemporary Art, Los 
Angeles, and the Bronx Museum of Art have continued a conversation on the AIDS crisis 
by re-examining the era (Pollack 2014).   And as the AIDS epidemic continues, so will 
the public dialogue.   
 In choosing to examine the AIDS Movement and its use of art as a tool for 
impact, setting specific criteria for the selection of art examples was critical.  As was 
briefly mentioned above, there is no shortage of works that were influenced by the AIDS 
crisis due to the interconnectedness of the art community to the epidemic.  Keeping in 
mind Freeman’s “essential elements of movement formation” (Freeman 1999), the 
22 
 
 
selection of the art examples of the AIDS movement investigated in this case study were 
due to their implementation at the inception of the group or cause, their ability to create a 
cohesive message and mobilization, and their ability to permeate the greater public 
consciousness.    
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The AIDS Quilt 
 
 In June of 1987, a small group of strangers gathered in a San Francisco   
 storefront to document the lives they feared history would neglect. Their goal was 
 to create a memorial for those who had died of AIDS, and to thereby help people  
 understand the devastating impact of the disease (The Names Project 2011). 
 
 As one of the most recognizable examples of folk art and its use as an advocacy 
tool, the AIDS Quilt has continuously been a symbol of commemoration and awareness 
since its first display in 1987.  Cleve Jones, AIDS activist and the creator of the AIDS 
Quilt, has shared details of the project through numerous interviews throughout the AIDS 
Quilt’s history, including conceptualization, execution, and its impact over the past 
decades.   In an intimate interview with Frontline, Jones disclosed the details of how the 
AIDS quilt came into being: 
Figure 1: The AIDS Quilt on display in 
Washington D.C. in 1987 (The Names 
Project) 
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 By November of 1985, almost everyone I knew was dead or dying… I remember  
 standing on that corner of that intersection and looking around and grasping for  
 the first time that of those thousand, virtually every one of them had lived and  
 died within six blocks of where I was standing, and there was no evidence of it.… 
 
 So the night of the candlelight march, Joseph and I had stacks of cardboard,  
 lightweight cardboard placards and sacks full of magic markers. We asked  
 everybody to write down the name of one person they knew who had been killed  
 by AIDS. People were ashamed to do it. They would put initials or just the first  
 name, and then finally one guy took two pieces of paper, taped them together, and 
 in big block letters wrote, "Thomas J. Farnsworth Jr., my brother -- he's dead.”… 
 
 There were thousands of people standing there, almost silent. I walked with the  
 crowd, and I could hear people whispering and looking at the names and reading  
 them and saying: "I didn't know he died; when did he get sick? I went to school  
 with him; I didn't know he was sick. I didn't know he died.”… 
 
  I got to the edge of the crowd, and I looked back at that patchwork of names on  
 the wall, and I thought, it looks like a quilt… 
 
 I thought, what a perfect symbol; what a warm, comforting, middle-class, middle- 
 American, traditional-family-values symbol to attach to this disease that's killing  
 homosexuals and IV drug users and Haitian immigrants, and maybe, just maybe,  
 we could apply those traditional family values to my family (Frontline 2006). 
 
 Over the course of the year of the AIDS Quilt’s creation, word spread about the 
project that was being mounted in San Francisco.  Donations of materials, sewing 
equipment, and full panels were placed together in preparation for their first display.  The 
AIDS Quilt made its debut on October 11, 1987 on the National Mall in Washington D.C. 
during the National March on Washington for Lesbian and Gay rights.  It included 1,920 
panels (The Names Project 2011). 
 What Jones nor other members of the collective that would come to be known as 
The Names Project would have anticipated was the immediate public response and 
impact the work would have.  After Washington D.C., the quilt embarked on a four-
month tour and raised nearly half a million dollars for AIDS organizations.  And it grew.  
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Panels are continuously added, making the Quilt so large that it is impossible to display 
the work in its entirety.  To date, the AIDS quilt has only been displayed in full on the 
mall in Washington D.C. five times (1987, 1988, 1989, 1992 and 1996).  Portions of the 
quilt are regularly shown across the country to continue to raise awareness and funds in 
support of AIDS organizations and research (The Names Project, 2011).  The AIDS Quilt 
has created a legacy not only in the preservation of its pieces, but its movement has 
spurred other social causes to embrace the tool of a memorial quilt to tell their story 
(Blair and Michel 2007; Morris 2011; Jones 2007; Peterson 2003). 
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SILENCE = DEATH and ACT UP 
 
 
 The AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power, or ACT UP as they would come to be 
known, formed in 1987 with the intent of calling out the local and federal government for 
their disregard of the AIDS crisis.  SILENCE = DEATH, the “rally cry” for the activist 
organization, was originally conceptualized more than a year and half earlier by a group 
of six individuals who were concerned with the lack of response to the crisis.  Avram 
Finklestein, Brian Howard, Oliver Johnston, Charles Kreloff, Chris Lione, and Jorge 
Soccaras, later referred to as the collective Gran Fury, discussed the design and concept 
tirelessly until arriving at the most iconic visual message of the AIDS Movement 
(SILENCE = DEATH 2016).   
 Avram Finkelstein, one of the acclaimed six to produce the image, reflected on 
SILENCE = DEATH and its icon status for the movement: 
 We started a men's consciousness raising group that met every week, loosely  
 assembled around feminist organizing principles. We began each session by  
Figure 2: SILENCE=DEATH poster (The 
New York Public Library 2013). 
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 talking about our personal fears in the age of AIDS, but by the end of every  
 meeting we were talking about the political crisis that was forming. I knew we  
 couldn't be the only ones who saw it.   And then I remembered: when New  
 Yorkers need to talk to one another, there is always the street… 
 
 So I proposed we do a poster… 
 
 And in order to "sell" activism in an apolitical moment, the poster needed to be  
 cool, and to intone "knowing." It needed to be both rarified and vernacular at the  
 same time. It needed to give the impression of ubiquity, and to create its own  
 literacy. It needed to insinuate itself into being. 
 
 It needed to be advertising… 
 
 It took us 6 months to finalize Silence=Death. We argued about issues, images  
 and fonts. We pored over press clippings and source material. We studied the  
 work of other collectives, like the Guerrilla Girls, who managed to compact  
 complex messages into smooth one-liners. 
 
 We put the poster to bed in December of 1986. We started wheat pasting it in  
 February of 1987, just weeks before the formation of the AIDS activist   
 organization, ACT UP. We hoped the poster might stimulate some kind of  
 collective action. But we were unprepared for what was actually coming” (The  
 New York Public Library 2013). 
 
  When Larry Kramer appeared at the Lesbian and Gay Community Services 
Center on March 10 of 1987, Finkelstein and other members of the SILENCE = DEATH 
collective were present.  Kramer, taking advantage of his drawing a large crowd 
proceeded to use his appearance as a call for action.  Two days later, over 300 people 
would meet and create the activist organization ACT UP (ACT UP New York - 25 Yr 
Chronology 2016).    
 Within a week of ACT UP’s formation, members were publicly protesting, with 
the group’s first action taking place on Wall Street to protest the manufacturers of AIDS 
drugs, such as AZT, and the profiting of such production (ACT UP New York - 25 Yr 
Chronology 2016).  This would also be the first appearance of SILENCE = DEATH in 
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association with ACT UP.  As documented in How to Survive a Plague (France, Woody 
Richman, Walk, Staley, Kramer 2013), the visual message appeared in multiple forms, 
such as on posters, banners and on activists wearing the emblem.  Within a year of 
formation, ACT UP and their SILENCE = DEATH message garnered national attention.    
 In October of 1988, ACT UP’s protest against the slow drug-approval process at 
the US Food and Drug Administration (FDA) made national headlines.  In particular, the 
image of Peter Staley, a leader of the ACT UP movement, placing the SILENCE = 
DEATH banner above the door of the FDA was played on major network news (France, 
Woody Richman, Walk, Staley, Kramer 2013).  As a result of this national attention, 
ACT UP began to bring about dramatic social change.  The FDA changed the national 
policy for new drug approval to be timelier, thereby granting access to pharmaceuticals 
by the general public faster. Within a year of ACT UP’s protest, the Center for Disease 
Control and Prevention (CDC) redefined and expanded its definitions of HIV/AIDS, as 
well as bringing the AIDS crisis and funding to the national political agenda (ACT UP 
New York - 25 Yr Chronology 2016).  
 Though ACT UP found early advocacy success, by the early 1990’s the group 
began to faction.  Various original members began to leave and most significantly, one 
faction would move on to form the Treatment Action Group (TAG) in 1992 
(“HISTORY” 2016). As an organization, ACT UP, as well as TAG, continues today with 
its work on advocating for AIDS awareness and social change.  A number of regional 
groups exist and each group of ACT UP’s members continue to utilize their original 
action techniques.  Most notably, SILENCE = DEATH continues to be the central visual 
messaging for the organization. 
29 
 
 
CHAPTER TWO: ART AND ITS USE IN CREATING A MOVEMENT 
 
 
 As previously stated within the literature review of this case study, the selection 
of the AIDS Quilt and SILENCE = DEATH were done so due to their deliberate use of 
art as a tool for advocacy at the inception of their movement.  Through close examination 
of each example, what came to light is that while each movement had similarities, 
particularly in the visual saturation of their message within the public sphere, each 
example used a contrasting variety of tactics to further draw attention to their cause.  Art 
was central, but it was not the only tool utilized.   
 Firstly, it should be recognized that time played a significant role in the 
mobilization efforts of each example.  Time, not only in terms of a timeline of events or 
the passing of it but also in terms of taking advantage of time - “striking while the iron is 
hot” - was crucial to the advocacy success of the AIDS Quilt and ACT UP.  As was 
discovered in the introduction of each example, the year 1987 was a critical juncture in 
the AIDS Movement.   It had been roughly 6 years since HIV/AIDS had been discovered 
and yet the epidemic was still largely disregarded outside of the medical, homosexual, 
and other communities that the pandemic was directly affecting.  The affected 
communities had witnessed thousands, and soon to be millions, of deaths without public 
action.  Their decision to raise a collective voice for action was precisely at a time of 
when too little was being done to stop the spread of the disease.   This lack of action had 
to be addressed and those in power called into question. 
 Secondly, the stakes and circumstances of the movement were, quite literally, life 
or death.   As Freeman (1999) noted, a social movement needs a series of crises in order 
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to create action (19).   In the early years of the AIDS discovery, the terms “crisis,” 
“epidemic,” and “pandemic” were not yet applicable due to the percentage of individuals 
affected in comparison to the general population.  At the time of formation for the AIDS 
Quilt and ACT UP, AIDS and its association with crisis terminology was established.  
The devastating effects on those infected were an everyday crisis, not knowing if you or 
those you knew would live to see another day.  And what the general public did grasp 
from the crisis definition was fear; fear of infection, fear of the homosexual community, 
fear of action.   Those affected, directly or by direct association, were desperate for 
answers and a cure.  This overwhelming life or death reality was the foundation and 
central mission of the actions of the AIDS Quilt and ACT UP.   The stakes could not 
have been higher. 
 In addressing the factors of time and stakes, I wanted to recognize that while the 
two examples within this case study were able to control their approach and tactics, time 
and stakes are ultimately variable elements that cannot be controlled.   While they played 
a significant role and were considered in the application of chosen tactics in order to 
create a public identity for the AIDS Quilt and ACT UP, we have no way of analyzing 
these components in comparison to controlled or chosen strategies of the AIDS 
movement.   
 A key component that both examples share is a collective idea in the formation 
and embodiment of a founder, or central force, in beginning the organization.   
Additionally, each of the figureheads of these examples had already achieved an elevated 
profile within the public eye of their communities, enabling them to have more impact in 
the formation of the masses around the cause.  For the AIDS Quilt, the concept of the 
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quilt and its purpose were the sole conceptualization of Cleve Jones.   Jones was a well-
known political and public figure in San Francisco and had risen to public service in the 
late 1970’s under the mentorship of openly gay City Supervisor Harvey Milk (Jones, 
Dawson 2000).   As Jones (2007) has noted, it was at the 7th annual memorial march for 
Harvey Milk and Mayor George Moscone that he had the vision for the AIDS Quilt and 
would use the next few years to create his vision as well as gather his community around 
his vision.   Similarly with the conceptualization of ACT UP, Larry Kramer was already a 
well-known public figure due to his success as a screenwriter and playwright, a career 
which began in the late 1960’s.  When the AIDS crisis began, Kramer became an 
outspoken activist, forming the Gay Men’s Health Crisis and used his writing to draw 
attention to the cause and call for action.  For example, his play, A Normal Heart, which 
premiered in 1985, received bold reviews and offered a glimpse into the Kramer’s life 
and the effect of AIDS on the gay community (Carlomusto 2015).  While Jones and 
Kramer would mobilize their respected organizations through contrasting tactics, Jones 
was more calculated in his execution and end product.  Jones’ vision was wrapped in the 
visual identity of the quilt.  Kramer, however, was more spontaneous and did not 
consider visual tactics, such as the inclusion of the art of Gran Fury, in his initial call to 
action.  Kramer did not have any specific tactics identified other than mass mobilization 
and activism.  What they share was their ability to utilize their public profiles and 
translate them into the assembly of the masses, uniting under a shared vision and 
ideology.   Both were considered outspoken regarding the AIDS epidemic and had a 
proven track record of communicating with the public.  Their unapologetic activism was 
necessary for the AIDS movement and for their respective organizations. 
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 Jones and Kramer’s roles at their respective organizations are undeniable, but it 
was not only the actions of Jones and Kramer that drove the action of the AIDS Quilt and 
ACT UP.  In the case of the AIDS Quilt, Jones’ initial idea was executed by various 
individuals who tirelessly completed the squares of the quilt, memorializing the dead 
through sewing, donations of materials, and many man-hours of assembly.  With ACT 
UP, Kramer was the motivator but other individuals took the message to the streets, 
researched the companies and government actions, or lack thereof, in order to give 
credibility to their activism.  For example, in decision to embrace the work of Gran Fury 
in the form of SILENCE=DEATH in their messaging, this decision was made by initial 
members of the ACT UP organization in a democratic, group decision.  But at the heart 
of these examples was a centralized message and branding that the participants in the 
organizations could congregate behind and push forward toward social change.   
 In the case of the AIDS Quilt, Jones and his organization were mobilized by the 
message of remembrance.  But the result was more than a visual representation of lives 
lost.  Jones states “It worked on so many levels for people. It was therapy. It was 
something to do with your hands. It was a way to encourage people to talk and share 
memories. It was a tool to use with the media to get the media to focus on it. It was a 
weapon to shame the politicians for their inaction” (Frontline 2006).   By the time the 
AIDS Quilt was first displayed in 1987 on the National Mall, it was international news - 
“we ended up on the front page of almost every newspaper in the country and all around 
the world” (Frontline 2006).  What had started out as a simple idea of visual 
remembrance had taken on an unpredictable life on the national stage.   This grand 
entrance would spawn an initial tour of the United States and would enable the Names 
33 
 
 
Project, caretaker of the AIDS Quilt, to continue the initial work of Jones and his fellow 
contributors.   
 At its core, the AIDS Quilt was a passive or non-active form of advocacy stitched 
together into a massive commemorative art display.  Passive or non-active, in this 
instance, does not mean that the individuals involved in the project were submissive or 
non-vocal in the AIDS movement.  The AIDS Quilt was not a work of art meant to 
activate physical protest or mobilization.  Rather, the work was meant to visually 
commemorate the mass casualties of the epidemic in a way that had not been effectively 
conceptualized to the general public up until its initial display.  The pieces of the quilt 
were uniformly 3 feet by 6 feet, chosen deliberately to represent the size of a coffin, but 
most of the panels lacked any other sense of uniformity.  As Blair and Michel noted, 
“The democratic trope of the AIDS Quilt is not personal equality but individual 
difference” (2011, 8).  Panels were at times created using personal mementos of those 
that passed, some contained full names with birth and death dates, while others were 
completed in closeted memory, lacking personal information of those that passed in order 
to preserve the identity of the associated living (The Names Project 2016).  Though the 
individual panels were diverse in their appearance, their collective visual message was 
palpable.  It tells the story of the AIDS epidemic, memorializing lives lost, but also shines 
a spotlight on the AIDS movement and its initial lack of public support.  They are 
“epitaphs, panels as tombstones; epithets, panels as substitutes for names and lives; 
effigies, panels as substitutes for bodies; eulogies, panels as remembrance and 
celebration” (Alexander 2011, 198).   
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 In contrast, ACT UP was more complex in their makeup and motivations.   
Compromised of multiple committees, the organization was a democratic group of 
various individuals that would take on specific roles and different aspects of 
mobilizations.  Larry Kramer may have lit the fire, but members such as Peter Staley, 
David Barr, Bob Rafsky, and countless others publicly protested and rallied behind ACT 
UP’s message to bring the AIDS crises to the forefront of the public’s conscience (France 
et al 2013).  As a result of their makeup, ACT UP’s multiple committees and members 
sought to address a number of injustices facing those with the disease, but most notably, 
the organization was instrumental in taking on the federal government and the 
pharmaceutical industry in order to gain greater access to AIDS treatments.  As Larry 
Kramer would reflect, “I have no doubt in my mind. Those…drugs are out there because 
of ACT UP.  And that’s our greatest, greatest achievement – totally” (2003).  Though 
ACT UP was able to achieve a number of accomplishments early in their lifetime, the 
organization’s democratic structure would ultimately lead to its schism in the 1990s.   
While early meetings were full of unified hope and action, later meetings were full of 
tension and infighting (France et al 2013).   
 From the start, ACT UP was about public action and in-your-face protest, with 
SILENCE = DEATH being the unifying visual call to action for the organization.  
Though this visual message was conceptualized well before ACT UP would be come to 
be, this adoption and use of art in partnership with their public protest tactics made the 
organization recognizable and memorable.  Its design was also symbolic to the primary 
community that it represented while echoing historic mass genocide.  The pink triangle, 
created during the Holocaust to delineate homosexuals or deviants, was chosen to directly 
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associate the AIDS crisis and the mass casualties occurring without public outrage (The 
Silence=Death poster 2013).   While the initial poster had been plastered all around New 
York City long before ACT UP, Avram Finkelstein acknowledged “…that if ACT UP 
hadn’t come along, that poster could have come and gone in New York streets and been 
our little secret” (2010).  It was the combination of visual messaging and active public 
protest that was powerful and effective.  It created a battle cry for the members of ACT 
UP and a public profile for the organization.    
 SILENCE=DEATH may have initially been a simple poster, but the organizers of 
ACT UP recognized the permeability of the simple message and decided to further the 
visibility of the organization by transforming the art into a brand.  As ACT UP tactics 
involved large groups of people mobilizing in the streets, funds were also necessary to 
continue their advocacy work - protests often involved planning meetings, printing costs, 
and funds for bailing protestors out of jail.  As a means of fundraising, ACT UP 
proceeded to produce their brand on a number of items - buttons, t-shirts, stickers, etc. - 
to be purchased by their members as well as the general public.  As head of the 
fundraising committee, Peter Staley noted, “between ’87 and ’92, we sold over $1 million 
worth of ACT UP merchandise around the country. Had quite a mail-order business 
going, at one point. In the gay pride parades we would sell $20,000, $30,000 worth of 
merchandise at a pop” (2006).  This merchandising created a fund for their work, but it 
also pushed the ACT UP brand further into the public lexicon.  As an individual, you 
could show your support for the organization without necessarily taking on the 
responsibility of actively protesting and the results of such acts.  
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 In contract, the AIDS Quilt and The Names Project’s branding efforts were 
inherent in the appearances of the pieces in public places.  The AIDS Quilt’s premiere on 
the National Mall in Washington, D.C. was instantly recognizable as it was an advocacy 
tactic that had not been utilized in that manner before.  It became an instantly 
recognizable work of folk art that people wanted to see.  In recognizing that what they 
had created was a hit, Jones and the Names Project were able to capitalize on this 
notoriety, taking various donations through the AIDS Quilt’s travels around the country.  
As the AIDS Quilt was not tied to direct action, there was no need for merchandising to 
support the members of the organization.  Donations would go directly to the community 
that it represented.  Over time, as The Names Project grew into the current organization 
that is tasked with showing and preserving the AIDS Quilt, donations were also applied 
to preserving the work and covering the costs of travel to display locations (“The AIDS 
Memorial Quilt” 2016).   
 With each organization’s efforts, 1987 became a pivotal year in the AIDS 
Movement.  It could be said that 1987 was, in fact, the beginning of the AIDS Movement.  
Though many of the tactics the organizations utilized were vastly different, both can be 
credited with giving the disease a presence in the public sphere and forcing conversation 
and acknowledgement of the epidemic beyond the directly affected communities.  But 
these efforts at the time were not necessarily deemed as positive and often the 
conversation in the mass media around these organizations was contentious.   In 
particular, ACT UP was frequently vilified by the mass media and their public protest 
tactics often labeled as militant (Frontline 2006; France et al 2013).  But both 
organizations recognized that education was key to communicating their message, 
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whether the communication of this was through passive or active means.  Even when the 
organizations were attacked, or attacking in some instances, such as in ACT UP’s Peter 
Staley’s appearance on Crossfire in the late 1980s, the organizations’ response was to be 
educated on what was or was not being done by the federal government.  As the notoriety 
of each organization grew, so did the criticism.   
 Additionally, the organizations became critical of each other.  In one particular 
exchange of letters in 1994, ACT UP was critical of the AIDS Quilt’s display, most 
notably regarding the appearance of pharmaceutical companies at an accompanying 
education fair during the display, and in turn, ACT UP proceeded to stage a protest 
during the display, though not a direct protest of the AIDS Quilt (“The Names Project 
Foundation” 2016).  This infighting no doubt had a negative effect on the AIDS 
Movement, but it ultimately did not inhibit either organization from their work or from 
successfully bringing the AIDS epidemic to the forefront of the public sphere.  Cleve 
Jones, when posed with the question regarding the alienation of members of the public by 
such “militant gay demonstrations and organizations, such as ACT UP” reflected, “With 
20/20 hindsight, I don't know that I would have done anything differently. I don't know 
that we had any other option” (Frontline 2006).   
 Today, with each organization still in operation, the AIDS Movement lives on.  
But the climate of the times has created a much different atmosphere for the AIDS 
epidemic.  As previously stated, over 30 million cases of AIDS exist worldwide, but 
through the efforts of ACT UP and the AIDS Quilt, there are more accessible treatment 
options, funding, and public understanding than existed in the late 1980s.  The life or 
death circumstances that existed in 1987 and spawned the direct actions of members of 
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the AIDS-affected communities have subsided somewhat due to more advanced medical 
treatments for HIV and AIDS.  The visibility and acknowledgement from the public that 
the organizations set out to glean were achieved.  And in that achievement came answers.   
But the stakes and crisis situation under which both organizations were founded no 
longer exists, resulting in the evolution of mission and vision.  Today, both organizations 
continue with their advocacy tactics, including the utilization of art as a tool of 
communication.  The AIDS Quilt is continually added to and displayed across the world.  
ACT UP, surrounded by the visual message of SILENCE=DEATH, actively mobilizes in 
order to raise awareness to the AIDS Crisis.  But both organizations have adapted their 
messaging in light of the changing viewpoints surrounding the AIDS epidemic.  Their 
initial efforts and advocacy wins in creating a public dialogue have changed the life or 
death nature of their cause. 
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CONCLUSION: APPLICATION AND LESSONS LEARNED 
 
 
 The AIDS Movement and subsequent tactics of ACT UP and the AIDS Quilt 
were undeniably effective in creating a public dialogue on the disease and a universal 
understanding of the devastation of the disease in the first decades of the epidemic.  Each 
organization’s tactics, including the use of art as a tool for advocacy, were at times 
controversial but also transcendent.  What can the arts take away from these advocacy 
efforts?  Are these tactics transferable?  Could the arts create a social movement 
regarding the relevancy of the arts to the public identity? 
 In short, yes, it is my belief that the tactics adopted by the AIDS Quilt and ACT 
UP could be utilized by the arts to create a social movement, and in turn, a public 
dialogue of why the arts need public support.  As discussed, the arts at present deploy a 
number of arguments to make their case, but what they lack is a cohesive message that 
has the ability to communicate why the arts are essential.  What the AIDS Quilt and ACT 
UP were able to do that the arts have not yet been able to replicate on a large scale is the 
idea of a simple, singular visual message with which to rally behind.  Each example 
presented in this case study represented a number of diverse individuals and ideas, but 
they were able to filter those ideas into one central ideology of communication.  We need 
to use our art to communicate, not divert attention away from it.  Taking into 
consideration the variety of size, scope and mission for arts sector organizations, the 
sector must recognize that to achieve this cohesive message, as ACT UP and the AIDS 
Quilt did, we must be willing to set aside some of our own personal organizational 
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objectives in order to obtain the greater goal of public understanding and support for our 
sector.   
On the grassroots scale, one example of an organization that is using art at a tool 
to communicate the need for public support for the arts is the Artistic Rebuttal Project.  
Founded in 2011, the Artists Rebuttal Project’s mission is focused on providing “an 
outlet for anyone to share their arts experience in an effort to advocate on behalf of 
creative careers, respect for artists and their legal rights” (“What is an Artistic Rebuttal?” 
2016).  Using a variety of mediums, individuals of various backgrounds contribute to the 
project and use art to express the importance of art in their lives, both intrinsic and 
instrumental, creating a visual message for direct use in arts advocacy.  If such a tactic 
could be adopted by arts organizations of varying sizes, could this be an effective model 
of using the arts to advocate for support sector wide?  Is it possible that the creation of a 
cohesive message for the support of the arts is an interconnected visual of a variety of 
representations created by many individuals’ experienced benefits, be it intrinsic, 
instrumental, and economical or all of the above?  As was discussed, ACT UP and the 
AIDS Quilt were effective in representing a multitude of personal experiences in relation 
to the AIDS epidemic through a central message.  In particular, the AIDS Quilt was able 
to collect thousands of voices to create one visual message.  It is possible that the format 
of the AIDS Quilt could literally be applied to the arts, similar to the Artistic Rebuttal 
Project, and thereby creating one cohesive visual communication tactic out of many, one 
that all sizes of organizations would be able to adopt this central ideology. 
 In investigating various arts advocacy arguments for support – economic, 
instrumental, and intrinsic – my hope was to identify each way of thinking about the arts 
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and recognize their strengths and weaknesses.  The key take away was that each strategy 
makes valid arguments for public support, but as a sector we internally discourse over 
each tactic.  We dissect our data in an attempt to provide clarity to the public, argue over 
the validity of our claims, and question whether some art experiences are even 
quantifiable.  As a result, the public is left with a barrage of data and messaging that they 
question or fail to grasp.  If we are to engage the public in a dialogue about the arts, we 
need to come together as a sector and identify a common language for communication.  
The Arts Ripple Effect: A Research Based Strategy to Build Shared Responsibility for the 
Arts is attempting to do this.  But we need more arts advocates to support this common 
dialogue, bringing together the various impact arguments into a succinct ideology for 
communication.   
 In addition, our sector needs greater action.  Whether passive or active, our tactics 
are no longer effective.  If we wish to create sustainable support for the arts not only 
through public opinion but also through public funding, we need to identify deliverable 
tactics that create momentum.  The arts need to raise the stakes and create a common 
dialogue for what the arts mean to the public, not just the individual on a case-by-case 
basis.  For the AIDS Quilt and ACT UP, the stakes could not have been higher.  Each 
organization was embroiled in a life or death fight, making public understanding 
paramount.   The arts need to recognize that they can have similar stakes in the public 
consciousness, but this would take direct action and mobilization with mass support.  For 
example, if the arts sector were able to have a “black out day” across the country, a day in 
which no art could be viewed, performed or created, what would be the effects of this to 
the general public?  Would arts organizations be willing to sacrifice a day of revenue by 
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closing their doors?  Would arts advocates take their message to the streets, covering up 
murals and public artwork as well as talking to the general public about why the art was 
covered?    Is it possible that by taking the arts away, literally hiding the art as opposed to 
figuratively hiding the arts through our current advocacy tactics that the public would 
realize what their life would be like without it?  While it is impossible to evaluate without 
taking the risk of execution, this type of massive, unified action is possible and needed to 
spark the public consciousness on the importance of art in their everyday lives. 
 Outside the unpredictable elements of time and stakes, what initially instigated the 
founding of the AIDS Quilt and ACT UP were dynamic leaders.   Jones and Kramer were 
respectively different in their motivations in creating their organizations, but they were 
each able to use their social status within their communities to create mobilization of the 
masses.  In turn, they created impactful movements, lasting social change and 
understanding of the AIDS epidemic.  Similarly, the arts have a number of leaders within 
prominent arts advocacy organizations who could utilize their high profile status to 
mobilize the masses to create a social movement.  But in doing so, such a leader would 
need to be willing to undergo the level of public scrutiny that came to Jones and Kramer 
in thrusting themselves to the forefront of a cause.  The leader would also need to be 
relatable and dynamic, two personality traits that are often not able to be taught.  Unify 
any movement under a single ideology requires a particular set of personal skills that are 
not often found in one person.  It takes a visionary to push social change forward.    
 But even if the arts were able to identify a succinct message, higher stakes tactics 
for which to employ our communications, as well as a visionary leader, the sector must 
also utilize the unpredictable variable of time.  In looking at the arts in terms of the 
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founding and history of the NEA, we are left with the question “have the arts missed our 
opportunity to take advantage of time?”  If we were to apply Freeman’s essential 
elements of social formation, I would argue yes.  During the same time in the late 1980s 
and early 1990s that the AIDS movement was taking hold, the arts were undergoing their 
own crisis.  The Culture Wars, as it would come to be understood by the arts community, 
resulted in a dramatic restructuring of the NEA as well as funding cuts.  This would have 
been the time to “strike while the iron is hot” and take advantage, much like the AIDS 
movement, of the public dialogue.  At the time, our sector chose not to mobilize in the 
dramatic ways in which ACT UP and the AIDS Quilt did.  Is it possible that such a crisis 
event would present itself to the arts sector again?  It is hard to say.  If in some far off 
future in which the NEA would be stripped of all funding, I would hope this would be a 
call to arms for the sector.  But I believe that even in our current stagnant climate of 
funding it is possible to create unified action, advocacy communications, and bring the 
arts back into focus.  And should such a crisis situation arise, we will be far more 
prepared to take action. 
 In taking into consideration all of the lessons learned from ACT UP and the AIDS 
Quilt, my immediate recommendations for the arts sector and its advocacy efforts would 
be to unify the arguments that we currently utilize and create a singular appeal for 
support that speaks to the public.   Each of our arguments – economic, instrumental, and 
intrinsic – appeal to vastly different audiences with varying effects, but if the sector were 
to combine these arguments and give equal validity to our arguments, my belief is that 
the public dialogue would change.   In addition to creating a unified argument, the sector 
must also recognize that while each argument aims to quantify arts experiences through 
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data and research, some impacts may not simply be able to be measured.  While I am not 
suggesting that as arts advocates and administrators that we should not continue to 
quantify experiences, we should recognize that any attempt to quantify experiences will 
come with scrutiny.  But that does not mean that we should not utilize those arguments.  
Rather, we should continue to strive for quantification while embracing the data and 
reporting that we do have.  If we believe in the value of our reporting and message, the 
public will follow suit. 
 In addition to unity in our advocacy message and tactics, we need to unify our 
networks of arts advocates.  Our current network of arts advocacy organizations needs to 
adopt unified tactics and approaches more completely and recognize that while each 
organization may have a diverse array of audiences and arguments, there is strength in 
collectively gathering under one message.  The AIDS Quilt and ACT UP were able to 
represent a mass amount of individuals with varying opinions and backgrounds, many of 
which had personal agendas that were not necessarily in line with what each respective 
organization was attempting to achieve.  But those individuals recognized that in 
supporting and embracing the singular message of their organizations would garner 
results.  The arts sector and individual advocates needs to acknowledge that though there 
personal agendas and goals may not align with our chosen unified message, merging our 
efforts under one message will create more leverage with the public.  There is strength in 
numbers and mobilizing arts advocacy organizations to adopt a unified front would create 
power in changing the public dialogue around support for the arts.  While I recognize 
mustering numbers is a daunting task, it is not impossible. 
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 We need direct action.  As I previously suggested, a large, sweeping act that 
draws media attention and public conversation, whether positive or negative, must 
happen.  As advocates, we must not be afraid of criticism and must be willing to make 
some sacrifices in order to change the conversation.  As ACT UP and the AIDS Quilt 
demonstrated, they were willing to do whatever was necessary to meet with goal.  As a 
result, they were highly criticized but understood that even though the public dialogue 
was often negative, there was still a dialogue.  We must accept that our tactics and direct 
action will be met with criticism as well as positivity.   But more importantly, the arts and 
their need for support will be considered and discussed.   All too often, arts advocates and 
organizations shy away from creating any messaging that would be met with negative 
feedback.   But in taking this stance and avoiding any possible controversy, we have 
created our current stagnancy in the public realm.  We cannot expect to create great 
change by being bold and discussing the arts in a passive manner.  We must use our art to 
spur public dialogue on what the arts matter, embrace whatever controversy may come, 
and be willing to accept the results.   
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APPENDIX A:  WWW.ARTS.GOV NATIONAL ENDOWMENT FOR THE ARTS 
APPROPRIATIONS HISTORY 
 
National Endowment for the Arts Appropriations History 
 
Year     Appropriation1 
1966     $ 2,898,308 
1967     $ 8,475,692 
1968     $ 7,774,291 
1969     $ 8,456,875 
1970     $ 9,055,000 
1971     $ 16,420,000 
1972     $ 31,480,000 
1973     $ 40,857,000 
1974     $ 64,025,000 
1975     $ 80,142,000 
1976     $ 87,455,000 
1976T2     $ 35,301,000 
1977     $ 99,872,000 
1978     $ 123,850,000 
1979     $ 149,585,000 
1980     $ 154,610,000 
1981     $ 158,795,000 
1982     $ 143,456,000 
1983     $ 143,875,000 
1984     $ 162,223,000 
1985     $ 163,660,000 
1986     $ 158,822,240 
1987     $ 165,281,000 
1988     $ 167,731,000 
1989     $ 169,090,000 
1990     $ 171,255,000 
1991     $ 174,080,737 
1992     $ 175,954,680 
1993     $ 174,459,382 
1994     $ 170,228,000 
1995     $ 162,311,000 
1996     $ 99,470,000 
1997     $ 99,494,000 
1998     $ 98,000,000 
1999     $ 97,966,000 
2000     $ 97,627,600 
2001     $104,769,000 
2002     $115,220,000 
2003     $115,731,000 
2004     $120,971,000 
2005     $121,263,000 
2006     $124,406,353 
2007     $124,561,844 
2008     $144,706,800 
20093     $155,000,000 
2010     $167,500,000 
2011     $154,690,000 
47 
 
 
2012     $146,020,992 
20134     $138,383,218 
2014     $146,021,000 
2015     $146,021,000 
2016     $147,949,000 
 
1. Appropriation less enacted rescission/s. 
2. In 1976, the Federal government changed the beginning of the fiscal year from July 1 
to October 1, hence the 1976 Transition (T) Quarter. 
3. Excludes $50M provided by the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009. 
4. Appropriation less enacted rescission and sequestration. 
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APPENDIX B:  WWW.AIDS.GOV 30 YEARS HIV/AIDS TIMELINE (PARTIAL) 
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